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SUPPRESSED NATIONALITIES AND THE CON- 
SENT OF THE GOVERNED 1 

FRANCIS HACKETT 
Editor, The New Republic 

MANY of us look forward to the time when warlike 
nationality will be as discreditable as warlike reli- 
gion. On this account I dislike even to mention the 
word nationality. It is a word with an unfortunate insistence 
on a single aspect of human particularization. It lays most 
of its emphasis on the differences between man and man, and 
it suggests an extreme pleasure in disparaging comparisons. 
For the most part, the particularization of nationality comes to 
be a social nuisance, as well as an act of supererogation. 
Every healthy citizen has a nationality, just as he has an in- 
herent perfume, but he has no great need to insist on either. 
And nationalism is the poorest of social programs. Rather it 
is no program at all, but wherever justified, the prelude to a 
program, having about the same relation to a creative activity 
as the establishment of a minimum wage. Nationalism, in- 
deed, is a way of expressing the need for a spiritual minimum 
wage. 

And yet we are here to consider the emphasized na- 
tionality of oppressed groups, and the degree in which the 
nationalist claims of these groups may be held paramount. It 
is not a question of our personally electing to sharpen the dif- 
ferences between man and man. It is simply a question of 
our accepting differences that already have been murderously 
sharpened, and of considering what might possibly be done 
about them. 

The small nationalities that suggest the word oppression are 
those unhappy nationalities which have a recent imperialized 

1 Address delivered at the National Conference on Foreign Relations of the 
United States, held under the auspices of the Academy of Political Science, at 
Long Beach, N. Y„ May 31, 1917. 
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history. It is not Switzerland or Holland or Sweden or Nor- 
way or Denmark that one regards as oppressed, even though 
these little states are now clubbing together to issue forlorn 
moral injunctions against the deluge. In their distinctiveness 
these small nationalities may seem questionable to persons who 
want to hurry up standardization ; but the real problem is not 
presented by such self-governing terrier nations, but by the 
groups that have been impounded by empire. In connection 
with oppression we think offhand of Belgium, of Poland, of 
Finland, of the Balkan states, of Ireland, of Schleswig-Hol- 
stein and of Alsace-Lorraine — and if we are particularly 
lachrymose and sympathetic, of the prospectively oppressed 
smallish nationality of Ulster. It is in regard to the national- 
ist claims of such balked and persecuted peoples that it is ad- 
visable to take thought. 

Now that we are allied with a menagerie of other nations 
in a vast confused war, it might be palatable to include na- 
tionalism with democracy and the rest of it, with addenda 
about the libertarian importance of violating Mexico to run a 
railroad from Texas to the Canal. But it is simpler not to up- 
set the issue by a prolonged reference to our allies or their 
vague beneficent intentions toward small nations. Considering 
what Russia has done to Poland and Finland and Persia, and 
Japan to Korea and China, and England to Persia and the 
Boer republics and Ireland, there need be no haste to prepare 
the fatted calf. 

The espousal of national issues that was proclaimed by Mr. 
Asquith at the beginning of this war was the ordinary ritual 
of edifying liberalism. It was not realistic. So long as great 
empires require eminent domain, and small nationalities lie in 
their path, the overriding of small nationalities is going to be 
imperative, and assurances will be as empty as widowers' vows. 
The only world in which small nationalities could possibly be 
guaranteed safety would be a world in which every empire 
had resigned self-preference and every government had be- 
come democratized. Just so long as economic self-preference 
and undemocratic governments obtain, it is insincere nonsense 
to talk of small nations' rights under public law. That kind 
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of law is public only in the sense that it is vociferated. It has 
no bottom in consent and no domicile in the ordinary circum- 
stances of international rivalry. The complete alteration of 
those familiar circumstances is the first preliminary to any 
talk about small nations' rights that is not merely the whang 
of the liberal tuning-fork. 

Military necessity is the supreme consideration in the pres- 
ent anarchistic world, and no small nationality can hope to 
have any powers that might jeopardize the security of a larger 
state. The subjection of every such small nationality is the 
first requirement of empire. It may easily lead to oppression. 
It usually does. But however the world at large may deplore 
it, there can be no effective way of stopping it while the plea 
of " military necessity " has weight. There is no use disguis- 
ing the fact that one of the appropriate features of the present 
international scheme is the ruthless oppression of small na- 
tionalities, or else the complementary exorbitance by such small 
nationalities, when they in turn see a chance to squeeze. 
If there ever was a general relinquishment of imperial designs, 
no small group would be forced to look on an empire's diffi- 
culty as its own opportunity. The present scheme of things, 
however, gives the greatest inducement to a small nation to 
profit by recalcitrance and to a large nation to resort to brutal- 
ity. In the end, as we know, the likelihood of brutality is con- 
siderable, and once a large nation starts out on the road of 
coercion, monstrosity becomes the order of the day. 

Imperial aggrandizement is the other purpose that small 
nationalities are required to serve. The very processes by 
which an empire undertakes to subject the people for military 
reasons are processes that can be, and usually are, turned to 
bureaucratic and commercial profit. Long after the military 
reason is forgotten, the plunderous reason remains, and na- 
tionalism is discovered by the members of the ruling race to 
be a pernicious small-mindedness. " Backwardness " is the 
excuse that the aggrandizers always find for going ahead 
where they can make no point of military necessity or na- 
tional honor. There is undoubtedly such, a thing as back- 
wardness, the failure in weak and primitive groups to organ- 
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ize and co-operate. But the imperialistic remedy for back- 
ward nations is somewhat too reminiscent of Little Red Rid- 
ing Hood. 

In the situation it is difficult, if not a travesty of political 
science, to talk of the consent of the governed. Whatever the 
governed may desire, in their condition of military subjection 
and organization for profit they can obtain nothing that really 
resembles political independence. There is no reason in na- 
ture, for example, why an Englishman should govern an 
Irishman. It is, on the face of it, one of the most foolish pieces 
of intrusion that the world has ever seen. Yet there can be no 
question of complete Irish independence at the present time, 
or so long as English security demands a military subjection 
of Ireland. There are Irishmen who think the incapacitation 
of England is the way out for Ireland, and who expect in that 
fashion to attain the freedom which England now trembles to 
allow. But who is so childlike as to forget that another bene- 
ficent empire would immediately come along to take Ireland 
under its wing if only as a juvenile delinquent? The hope for 
Ireland abides precisely where the hope for all small nationali- 
ties is abiding, in a peace by the terms of which all imperial- 
isms will be heroically neutralized. 

Americans may not think that this concerns us, but there is 
no reason on earth to suppose that it does not. When military 
necessity requires it we are just like every one else; we are 
under no special natural obligation to solicit the consent of 
the governed. It is not merely that we have asserted our 
eminent domain over Colombia, and put Haiti and Santo 
Domingo and Nicaragua in their place, but we have practised 
and do practise oppression ourselves in regard to the Indian 
and the Negro, whenever it suits us. Don't let us forget that 
within a few days fifteen thousand Americans at Memphis 
gathered together to burn a black human being at the stake, 
and that as he was burning men fought each other to hack off 
his ears, and later carried his bloody head in triumph into the 
city of Memphis, and there flung it and his severed foot into 
the mud of the streets. Incidents like this show the oppression 
that almost any American community can promptly precipi- 
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tate. The temper of this incident is the temper of all inter- 
national hideousness, even though the incident be not strictly 
institutional. 

Where the small nationality can be so handled that its par- 
ticularism is not prejudicial to the empire requiring its sub- 
ordination you get the miracle which Australia and Canada 
and South Africa have presented. There you have the sub- 
ordinate groups accepting on their own account the military 
necessity of the whole. To procure this result, however, there 
must be no economic manipulation of the subject people by a 
protected and privileged alien class. The agents of govern- 
ment in such communities must accept the idea of military 
necessity, but they must be representative of the people they 
govern, and spring from their ranks ; and if they are represen- 
tative in this degree there will be none of that discrepancy be- 
tween governors and governed which has made Ireland and 
still makes Ireland the skeleton at every British love feast. 

The degree to which the governed are consulted is the de- 
gree to which government is worth the support of the common 
man. That is the faith which the founders of this country 
knew to be incompatible with the concessionaire attitude of 
England, which the Russian people know to be incompatible 
with czarism, and which all of us know to be incompatible with 
Prussification. That does not mean of course that minorities 
may behave like the familiar office associate who will either 
have his way or resign. It is a faith that there cannot be a 
disastrous discrepancy of purposes if all groups are honestly 
consulted and the social deal is openly carried out. In respect 
to small nationalities, however, it is my belief that they cannot 
be honestly consulted so long as governments look to aggran- 
dizement by warfare, or so long as white races look to self- 
pensioning at the expense of colored folk. Those of us here 
who are not the parasites of the ruling class ought to consider 
this when we talk of the rights of small nationalities. There 
can be no such rights in a world where men go hankering after 
isles in the Caribbean and already talk of exacting blood-money 
for the blood that their brothers are about to shed. 
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